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1. Introduction
Inequalities can be found across gender, age and race. For instance, a dominant 
racial group tends to rule cultures and languages in a society; that is, the value of 
culture and language in a society may differ depending on whether one belongs to the 
mainstream group. For instance, in Australia （OZ henceforth） and in the United States 
（US hereafter） where Caucasian males tend to dominate in business and governments, 
‘white’ males might enjoy the most privilege in the mainstream society. Indigenous1 
peoples2 in many countries are, unfortunately, the opposite of this privilege. In today’s 
world, Indigenous peoples are often considered to belong to the non-mainstream group, 
thus receiving negative labels from the mainstream group. 
As a result, in a context of OZ, there is some disproportion including income, 
unemployment and incarceration rates between Indigenous peoples and non-
Indigenous peoples. The suicidal rate differs drastically between OZ’s Indigenous 
peoples and non-Indigenous peoples due to profound inequalities as mentioned above, 
as well as the loss of sense of meaning in life and grief of ongoing oppression. 
According to Tatz （80）, there is even grieving suicide which is people commit suicide 
because some OZ’s Indigenous peoples have been oppressed and they consider it is 
impossible to change this downward spiral including grieving suicide. Pertaining to a 
sense of meaning in life, it is said there is a correlation between language and building 
one’s identity （Smolicz and Secombe 15）. In fact, Indigenous languages have not been 
given enough credit of their worth to learning. How much Indigenous language 
education affects one’s identity may have been neglected in OZ for a long time. One 
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instance is that there is no Indigenous class offered in Western Australia （WA 
subsequently） （Korff, “Aboriginal Literacy Rates.” 2016）. 
To change downward spirals, this paper aims to develop OZ’s Indigenous children’s 
identity by promulgating Indigenous language education. This paper focuses on 
children, especially at the primary and junior-secondary levels because once people 
become adults, it may become more difficult to change their identity, discourses and 
ideology. This paper will first address the background of the inequalities in OZ 
including why the Indigenous language policies have not been working in the country, 
and explaining some education policies in other places, including New Zealand （NZ 
hereafter）, New South Wales （NSW henceforth） and the US. Finally, it will scrutinise 
whether or not the policies and practices done by other places can be contextualised 
and implemented in the state of WA with the purpose of introducing better Indigenous 
language education and curriculum. Although there are many elements that we can 
revise such as, racism, social structure and discourse, the scope of this paper concerns 
Indigenous language education from the perspectives of sociocultural background. The 
sole purpose of this paper is to empower and enhance OZ’s Indigenous children’s 
identity by introducing Indigenous language education in practice. To accomplish those 
purposes, two research questions are posed:
1. What is a ‘successful’ Indigenous language education?
2. Would it be possible to contextualise the ways of education in contemporary 
WA?
2. Reasons for focusing on WA
This paper especially focuses on Indigenous language education in WA for two 
reasons: its curriculum and its highest incarceration rate within OZ. The least 
progressed state regarding Indigenous language education is considered to be WA 
because there is no curriculum for Indigenous languages; although schools in WA have 
at least three Asian languages into curriculum, no Indigenous language is included 
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（Korff, “Indigenous Culture - Language - Teaching Indigenous Languages at School.” 
2016）. On the contrary, NSW is known as the most advanced state in OZ. One proof 
is that the state has introduced a Durramah class for Indigenous children （this paper 
will explain about the class in Section 8）. Furthermore, according to Bagshaw （2015）, 
the state will launch Indigenous languages at the Higher School Certificate level. 
WA has the highest incarceration rate of OZ’s Indigenous peoples （Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 2014）. It can be assumed that there is strong racism in WA 
because it has the highest rate of incarceration and there is no curriculum for 
Indigenous languages as this paper has demonstrated. Racism has strong relations to 
disadvantaging minority people or other racial groups （Paradies 3）. Paradies asserts:
A social system through which people are divided into “races,” with power 
unevenly distributed （or produced） based on these racial classifications. 
Racialization is embodied through attitudes, beliefs, behaviors, laws, norms, 
and practices that either reinforce or counteract power asymmetries. （3）
The above may be exemplified in WA, where racism is still prevalent and remains 
heavily. Thus, it can be hypothesised that when WA betters their Indigenous language 
education, it may contribute to the deceleration of racism towards OZ’s Indigenous 
peoples and its highest incarceration rate. This is because there is a strong correlation 
between receiving language education and building one’s identity （Smolicz and 
Secombe 15）. Thus, it can be assumed that when Indigenous language education is 
promulgated nationwide in OZ, Indigenous peoples, especially children’s self-esteem 
may be enhanced. Furthermore, the Indigenous language education may amplify 
understandings of Indigenous cultures and peoples from mainstream society. Less 
racism may lead to improving OZ’s Indigenous peoples’ socioeconomic status, which 
may eventually lead to a decrease of the inequality gap vice versa. 
D09182_69001942_04_Sumika Koyama.indd   39 2017/03/06   10:00:21
－ 40 －
3. Current problems of why Indigenous language education 
has been failing in OZ
With regards to the sociocultural background in OZ, there are issues including the 
black history of policies, the Stolen Generations and the Assimilation Policy, systems 
of learning, and the mainstream society’s lack of attention. These are the things that 
interfere with implementing Indigenous language policies in OZ. 
There were the Stolen Generations and an Assimilation Policy in the past; however, 
these are responsible for the inequalities of Indigenous OZ peoples today. Albeit there 
were approximately 260 Indigenous languages before invaded from settlers, there are 
50 Indigenous languages as of the year 2000 （Cummings and Hornberger 2）. This is 
because colonists took Indigenous children away from their families and forced them 
to speak only English, not their mother tongue. As can be seen, children play a crucial 
role for carrying on language heritage.  
According to Yamanouchi （214）, there are the differences of a system of learning 
between an OZ’s Indigenous peoples and Western people. Yamanouchi （214） claims 
that their ways of inheriting knowledge differ, leading to many Indigenous students 
dropping out from schools. For instance, Indigenous children are expected to listen to 
others, especially by their Elders （Yamanouchi 214）. On the other hand, in a Western 
style of education, students are supposed to be active during the class, by raising hands 
and advocating students’ opinions （Yamanouchi 214）. Thus when Indigenous students 
are placed in a Western educational environment, they are judged as being lazy, since 
they are active listeners more than active speakers. That teachers’ judgement leads to 
lower marks and decreased motivation. One of the reasons why Indigenous students’ 
are absent is that school is still a foreign place for some Indigenous students （Aoki and 
Ii 82）. Lack of attendance may lead to dropout eventually.
Mainstream policy makers and society lack interests and attention to Indigenous 
language education. Lo Bianco （9） argues that since OZ policy makers consider OZ to 
be a developed country, they do not need language policies, which are often introduced 
in developing countries. Even for Prime Ministerial candidates such as Hawke and 
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Howard, Indigenous language policies are basically political rhetoric （Altman, Biddle 
and Hunter 1）. Altman, Biddle and Hunter （1） state that these governments claimed to 
accomplish the closing of gaps of inequalities between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
people in OZ; however, they rarely worked on these fields after becoming Prime 
Ministers.
4. Why is Indigenous language education important? 
This paper will focus on Indigenous language education. Language education can 
offer to build more powerful identity and to decelerate the inequalities that were 
mentioned in Section 3. Indigenous languages and language education should be 
cherished because there are correlations between language and identity as mentioned in 
Section 1. When Indigenous language education is promulgated across OZ, the 
Indigenous children’s identity may be enhanced. This may prevent some Indigenous 
peoples from committing suicide, especially grieving suicide. 
Furthermore, there is a correlation between education and better income （Altman, 
Biddle and Hunter 3）. In other words, when one receives better education, he or she 
will earn better and vice versa. When Indigenous languages are taught at school and 
Indigenous students graduate with degrees, they may be able to get jobs that result in 
higher income. Moreover, when people get better paying jobs, positive effects on better 
education benefits their children, resulting in better education for their children as well 
（Altman, Biddle and Hunter 3）. Indigenous students and peoples may benefit in the 
same way from better education, especially one including language education for 
strengthening their identity.
As indicated above, by promulgating Indigenous language education in OZ, it may 
enhance Indigenous children’s self-worth and it may lead to closing the gap of 
inequality, and to raising the socioeconomic status of Indigenous peoples of OZ. 
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5. Data gathering method
The method of seeking the answers to those two questions is to do research on OZ 
Indigenous language education in NSW. Also included in the paper is the physical 
education program introduced in NZ. Additionally, this paper will explore the No Child 
Left Behind Act, and the Hualapai Bilingual Program implemented in the US. By 
examining the policies and practices, this paper explores whether or not it is possible to 
implement these policies in WA.  
6. What is critical in the Indigenous education?
Typically, a high dropout rate and low literacy and numeracy skills of Indigenous 
children are seen as problems in OZ （Rushton 2016; Korff “Indigenous Culture - 
Language - Teaching Indigenous Languages at School.”2016）. Whereas 30 percent of 
non-Indigenous children fail to achieve the benchmark in literacy skills, it is about 
eighty percent for Indigenous children across OZ （Aoki and Ii 80）. However, there is 
an unspecified school （school X hereafter） in metropolitan Australia, where every 
student, most of them are from Indigenous families, achieved higher scores than their 
state average, and there was even a student who scored 100 percent on the national test 
in 2001 （Hickling- Hudson and Roberta 13）. 
6.1 Safe haven
Contrary to this Indigenous trend, the success of the students at the school X may be 
attributed to the fact that the school created a safe place for not only Indigenous 
children but also Indigenous parents. Because all the board members were Indigenous, 
and the parents had rights to share their thoughts about their child’s education in the 
school X. Furthermore, an adult class is offered by the school X in the evening for 
those who come from educationally disadvantaged backgrounds （Hickling- Hudson 
and Roberta 13）. As can be seen, the students, adults and the principal were close-knit.
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6.2 Curriculum making
In OZ, teachers made a curriculum alongside the State syllabus, given by the State 
Department of Education, yet they only used it as a guide in the school X （Hickling-
Hudson and Roberta 14）. Most of the curriculum was shaped by the Indigenous 
students’ interests whilst aiming at exceeding the state average （Hickling-Hudson and 
Roberta 14）. Community Elders taught history by dropping by the school X 
informally, and two dance educators visited the school to teach Indigenous dance and 
music （Hickling-Hudson and Roberta 14）. The reason why Elders do these mentioned 
above is because for some Indigenous peoples in OZ, ‘Corroborees3’ is crucial for 
practicing tribal law, initiating peoples, and maintaining the structure of Indigenous 
society by themselves （Cox 17）. However, Indigenous language education was not 
implemented in that school, since the students belonged to twelve different language 
groups （Hickling-Hudson and Roberta 14）. This was a dilemma because Indigenous 
languages have been disappearing at a drastic speed, yet the school could not decide 
which language to choose for teaching. Thus the writer proposes that corroboree 
classes that incorporate language teaching should be introduced. This language 
teaching should take into account that mere translation of words, for instance, English 
to Indigenous languages is meaningless; what is critical is to explain what is behind 
each word （Hokowhitu 79）. This would also allow Elders to teach dances from various 
tribes to Indigenous students. This is consistent with the tribal law, which considers the 
duty of the Elders is to look after traditional lands and maintain their society （Cox 32）.
6.3 Joint curriculum
That few Indigenous students have been able to surpass the benchmark on the 
national exam, may be a notification that the curriculum created by ‘white’ people is 
unfit to all Australians. There needs to be changes in the curriculum, one which is co-
constructed with Indigenous peoples. As can be seen in Section 6.1, when leaders such 
as principals, board members and teachers are Indigenous, they tend to have self-
determination4, and having self-determination is what seems to be needed in many 
schools where Indigenous language education is left behind. In other words, it is vital 
to acquire comprehensive support from board members, community and possibly, to 
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gather non-Indigenous allies to assist thriving Indigenous self-determination.
7. Indigenous physical and language education in NZ
NZ is a country with Indigenous population, and their solution to the problem of 
Indigenous education is decolonisation5 by Indigenous physical education. 
Decolonisation is “to engender in teachers a belief that Maori culture has something to 
offer ‘modern’ society” （Hokowhitu 79）. In NZ, there is Maori physical and language 
education at a primary and secondary level, introduced by State Education since 1992 
（Hokowhitu 81）. It targets improving personal health, physical development, 
relationships with other people, healthy communities and environments （Ministry of 
Education 6）. In order to recognise the bicultural heritage of NZ, there is ‘Nga mahi a 
rehia’ which is a physical, a recreational, and leisure activity, and in this class, teachers 
teach not only physical movements but also the meaning behind each word 
（Hokowhitu 79）. ‘Nga mahi a rehia’ aims to promote physical and mental fitness 
（Ministry of Education 42）. In this case, Maori Elders and the NZ education 
department made a joint agreement in schooling. Sometimes Maori Elders have the 
rights in decision-making and that is regarded as sovereignty; acquisition of power and 
leaderships by Indigenous peoples.
By introducing this joint decision-making policy in practice, teachers have been 
successfully decolonised. This change did not happen immediately as teachers first 
considered Maori culture to be savage and primitive, having nothing to offer in this 
modern NZ society （Hokowhitu 79）. 
Teachers in NZ are asked to perform something that is related to Maori culture now 
and then because teachers should be decolonised to demonstrate cultural competence 
and to decolonise students. It is important that teachers belonging to the mainstream 
culture help raise the value and maintain Maori culture. This could be applied to the 
context of Indigenous language education in OZ as Hokowhitu （72） asserts that this 
physical education program can be used in many kinds of education. 
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8. Indigenous education in NSW and across OZ
To my knowledge, Durramah class has not been researched academically yet 
because it is a recent program. At Narooma Public School in NSW, an Indigenous 
cultures class, Durramah, is offered only for Indigenous students （ABC Open South 
East NSW, “Durramah in Scripture Time”）. The purpose of this class is to have 
Indigenous students find pride in their heritage, establish identity, keep their cultures 
alive, share their stories, and most importantly, have the sense of worth and ownership 
of their cultures （ABC Open South East NSW）. Although there has been a demand 
that non-Indigenous students would love to take the class, they are not allowed to enrol 
the class since the class is a spiritually special place for Indigenous students （ABC 
Open South East NSW）. In the Durramah class, students learn about kinship, their 
standpoints as custodians of the country, traditional dance, and the Dhurga language 
（ABC Open South East NSW）. The principal of Narooma Public School contends that 
Indigenous students are willing to learn their customs and cultures in the class （ABC 
Open South East NSW）. One of the Indigenous education officers, who is the daughter 
of a respected Elder and activist, teaches the class （ABC Open South East NSW）.
In the case of crosswise OZ, although OZ congress passed the Self-Determination of 
Indigenous Peoples Act, it is not truly self-determination until the ownership of the 
curriculum is in Indigenous peoples of OZ’s hands. Furthermore, teachers and peoples 
from Indigenous communities need to work together to develop bilingual and bicultural 
programs for students. And when learning is contextualised, culturally relevant, and 
genuine, that is when the students become more engaged in their education （Hickling- 
Hudson and Roberta 21）.
9. Indigenous language education in the US
Furthermore, in the US the No Child Left Behind Act, which was altered as the 
Every Student Succeeds Act in 2015, was implemented from 2002 to 2015, and started 
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by George Bush’s government （Lee, “No Child Left Behind （NCLB）: What You Need 
to Know”）. The aim of this Act was to provide equal opportunities to disadvantaged 
students, such as minorities, disabled, or lower income （Smeeding 18）. The reason 
was that they are all Americans and have the right to be offered equal opportunities in 
schooling （Smeeding 5）. By putting this Act into practice, the graduation rate of 
disabled students, for instance, increased 11 points to 68 percent in 2011 in 9 years 
（Lee）. 
With regards to education for teachers, in some states in the US it is mandatory to 
undergo coursework relevant to multiculturalism along with the curriculum in order to 
decolonise teachers （Hickling- Hudson and Roberta 20）. Decolonising teachers is 
crucial because when teachers are not decolonised, they may pass the non-decolonised 
ideology on to the next generation, the students. Some teacher-educators take this as a 
next level to anti-racist and race-relations preparation for future teachers （Hickling- 
Hudson and Roberta 20）. It is necessary, for instance, to infuse multicultural content 
through the teacher training program in California State University （Hickling- Hudson 
and Roberta 20）.
Additionally to the No Child Left Behind Act, the US has had Indigenous language 
education, which was remarkably started by Indigenous activists. To prevent 
Indigenous disadvantages from continuing, five respected leaders from the Navajo 
community in Arizona urged the federal government to inaugurate Rough Rock 
Demonstration Schools in 1966 （McCarty and Watahomigie 312）. This accelerated the 
activism of transforming formal education and curriculum for Native American 
communities across the US whilst making joint agreement with community members 
（McCarty and Watahomigie 312）. Indigenous language education in the US has been 
advanced in that development of the curriculum and decision-making are jointly 
executed, together with the peoples of Native American communities. 
As time passes, people tend to terminate speaking their mother tongue. Third 
generation tends to be English monolingualism and lose their mother tongue （Alba, 
Logan, Lutz and Stults 467）. For instance, one of the 175 languages spoken by 
Indigenous peoples in the US, Hualapai, has been endangered since 30 years ago 
（McCarty and Watahomigie 315）. Prior to 1997 only approximately 50 percent of the 
D09182_69001942_04_Sumika Koyama.indd   46 2017/03/06   10:00:22
－ 47 －
Hualapai students were able to maintain their fluency in Hualapai after attending 
school （McCarty and Watahomigie 315）. Thus there were major concerns of the 
Hualapai tribe losing their language. The public schools, including Peach Springs 
School, started to take action in 1978 （McCarty and Watahomigie 315）. They began a 
‘child-centred’ curriculum of bilingual and bicultural programs especially focusing on 
Hualapai literacy and proficiency skills, whilst infusing English for communication 
with the non-Hualapai world （McCarty and Watahomigie 317）. The curriculum was 
constructed with the Elders. Due to the students’ magnificent academic success, the 
Hualapai Bilingual Program inspired other language-reinforce-processes （McCarty and 
Watahomigie 317）. The Elders appreciated the language program because these 
community-based efforts enabled the prevention of Indigenous language loss （McCarty 
and Watahomigie 317）.
10. Contextualisation in WA
This paper has reviewed the policies introduced in NSW, NZ and US in order to 
consider their application to the WA context. Thus, one of the research questions posed 
was, Question 2. ‘Would it be possible to contextualise the styles of education in 
contemporary WA?’ This section looks at contextualisation of the policies conducted 
in another state and other countries. 
It is possible, in my opinion, to contextualise the NZ style of education into WA 
even if Maori is mono-cultural. Since Indigenous peoples are multi-cultural, it is better 
to introduce physical and language education based on each local group and where the 
schools are located; ‘Nga mahi a rehia’ could be changed to corroborees depending on 
the language groups of the area. 
Furthermore, making a safe place for Indigenous students is one of vital for 
preventing Indigenous students from dropping out. This paper reviewed the works 
done in NSW, how the state has been successful in creating such a safe place for 
Indigenous students and families as well as an Indigenous class such as Durramah 
class. In the context of WA, Murdoch University has founded the Kulbardi Indigenous 
D09182_69001942_04_Sumika Koyama.indd   47 2017/03/06   10:00:22
－ 48 －
Centre at their university to create a safe haven for Indigenous students. Yet there is no 
formal Indigenous language class in WA （Korff, “Indigenous Culture- Language- 
Teaching Indigenous Languages at School”）. Thus such centres and classes are wanted 
in WA, not just at the tertiary level, but also at the primary and junior-secondary levels.
With regards to the No Child Left Behind Act, an additional alteration could be 
made to contextualise it in WA. Since the Act only focused on English, American 
Indigenous students were not taught their own languages at school. This was not equal 
in a true meaning. Therefore, in the context of WA, it would be better and possible 
when English and Indigenous languages of the area are offered to all OZ students. This 
is because English is critical to communicate with wider world, and Indigenous 
languages have been disappearing. Besides, to include both English and Indigenous 
languages would be best for not to lose any more of the languages and to build 
Indigenous identity as OZ citizens, 
As for the Hualapai Bilingual Program, WA could trail the same path as the Hualapai 
tribe has walked through. This program was successful because the Hualapai tribe had 
already had sovereignty and very intense power in decision-making. Thus, in the WA 
context sovereignty is first needed. By acquiring sovereignty, Indigenous peoples may 
have more power in making curriculum and in any kind of decision-making.
11. Conclusion
The purpose of this paper was to enhance Indigenous OZ children’s identity by 
promulgating Indigenous language education. This paper has outlined the importance 
of Indigenous language education and how it affects the identity and purposes in life. 
Through this research, this paper has demonstrated that OZ can implement and 
improve the ways of Indigenous language education introduced in NSW such as 
Durramah class and other countries’ policies such as ‘Nga mahi a rehia’ in NZ, No 
Child Left Behind Act and the Hualapai Bilingual Programs in the US. 
Research on Indigenous language education and fostering of Indigenous identity is 
crucial because Indigenous languages have been rapidly disappearing and there are 
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many Indigenous children who end their life due to losing their sense of purpose in 
life. This paper answers two earlier questions offered. Question one asked ‘What is a 
‘successful’ Indigenous language education?’ The answer is that it happens when 
following five aspects of Indigenous language education are worked on. Even one 
aspect is lacking, a ‘successful’ Indigenous language education would not be possible. 
The writer of this paper thinks the Department of Education in WA needs to:
1. Make safe places for Indigenous children in educational environments to 
prevent them from dropping out,
2. Make curriculum with Elders by giving them sovereignty and make joint 
agreements with community Elders to offer students what is really needed,
3. Make close-knit community based environments in schools for both students 
and their family,
4. Mandate intercultural coursework in teachers’ education in order to decolonise 
teachers, and prevent any forms of racism,
5. Enhance the value of Indigenous heritages within the nation.
As seen above, to conduct a ‘successful’ Indigenous language education, 
comprehensive support from the community and the nation is crucial. To see the 
possibility to introduce a ‘successful’ Indigenous language education, the second 
question posed was ‘Would it be possible to contextualise the ways of education in 
contemporary WA?’ This paper tried to demonstrate that it is possible to implement 
physical and language education that has been done in NSW, NZ and the US. When 
Indigenous language education is promulgated across OZ Indigenous children’s 
identity and senses of meaning in life will become more developed and their future 
could become brighter than what it has been. Though this paper first stressed only the 
importance of Indigenous language education, it is essential to comprehensively 
support Indigenous language education with the community and nation. Lastly, it 
should be noted that the extent of this argument can be limited because of this paper’s 
theoretical, not practical nature. Thus, the results of implementing Indigenous language 
education into WA could be different from the suggestions made in this paper.
To consummate the argument, here are the formidable remarks of Ulli Helen 
Corbett, an OZ Indigenous activist, who has been putting on an enormous amount of 
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work into not only the nation’s Indigenous community but also the Indigenous 
communities around the world. 
（…） There has to be the will, the political will, to want to deter to change that 
［national policies that affect Indigenous peoples］. And that is why as I started off 
the beginning, we need to tell our stories so that standards can be developed, and 
solutions can be developed to make sure that human rights, again, is universal 
and indivisible and no exception for Indigenous peoples. （Activists Films, “Ulli 
Helen Corbett”）.
Notes
1 In this paper, it should be noted that capital I and E are used to honour Indigenous 
peoples and Elders. The term ‘Aboriginal’ is not used because it may infer 
‘Aborigine’, which sounds disrespectful. 
2 Peoples and cultures are plural because Australian Indigenous peoples are diverse 
peoples and they have many cultures.
3 A term coined by European settlers to mean ritual celebrations or dancing 
ceremonies in Indigenous cultures.
4 Indigenous peoples deciding what they want for themselves, such as schooling, is 
called ‘self-determination’ and this paper explores the topic in Section 6 and 8.
5 Commonly the term ‘decolonisation’ is used in the power relationships between 
countries; however, in this paper, ‘decolonisation’ is adopted in the context of 
classrooms including ‘white’ teachers and Indigenous children.
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